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Introduction "The study of battle is always a study of fear and usually of courage; always of leadership, usually of obedience; always of compulsion, sometimes of insubordination; always of anxiety, sometimes of elation; always of violence, sometimes also of cruelty, self-sacrifice, and compassion; above all, it is always a study of solidarity…" -John Keegan 1 The process of designing a set for a play is long and complex. Great attention must be given to researching the background of the play, interpreting the script and the playwright's intentions, and identifying any relevant details that are important to the function of the play. This can include analyzing the psychological motives for characters' behavior and actions. In a play such as Black Watch that is centered on military conflicts, it is important to understand the psychology of the soldier in order to design a set that furthers the action and emotion of the play, without hindering or distracting from it.
The set designer creates the set to give the audience visual information that I was born on an Army base. My dad and all four of his brothers were in the Army, his dad was in the Army, my mom's dad, grandfather, and brother were in the navy, my sister married a man in the Army, one of the men in my dads unit in fact, it is in my blood. When we got married my husband was a middle school teacher. About a year into our marriage, my husband came home and said he was thinking of joining the Army. He was fed up with the way the school system functioned, and had always felt that every American should spend some time giving back to their country. After all his, dad was also in the Army briefly. He had served as a medic during the Vietnam War. I was almost relieved. I had missed the military life, the sense of community, the moving, the adventure and the camaraderie that civilian life didn't supply.
My motive for designing the set for Black Watch was twofold. First, I found the play quite interesting from a military history, government, and psychological standpoint.
Second, and perhaps more importantly, I had a personal stake in the current conflicts that is immensely intriguing to me is the convoluted and crazy way that the electrical grid is assembled throughout the streets of Baghdad. These electrical grids consist of webs of sometimes hundreds or thousands of wires resembling a rat's nest with seemingly no rhyme or reason to their makeup.
The wires have become a metaphor for the war and the play. They represent Iraq, the feeling of being there, the chaos of war and the American occupation. The wires also have significance to me personally. I remember back in 1996 my mother and I were being evacuated from Saudi Arabia following terrorist attacks focused on Americans living there. My father drove us to the rally point to meet the other families who would be getting on the plane with us. When we got on the highway in Riyadh to go to the airport my father radioed in that we were on the net, which meant we were on our way. As we were driving I remember hearing voices of other soldiers driving their families to the airport come over the radio to say they too were on the net. It was as if the families headed together to the airport, all of us coming from a different location,
were building a web that connected us all. Twenty years later the concept of the net connects my past experiences to my present work on the set design of Black Watch. The play begins in a pub in Fife, Scotland where a group of former Black Watch soldiers wait for a reporter who would like to interview them about their time in Iraq.
They are not in the mood to be interviewed or gawked at; they are more interested in meeting the pretty journalist named Sophie they believe they will be talking to. But the reporter they meet is not Sophie; it is the character only known as the Writer, a young male reporter who has no interest in sleeping with them (like they assume Sophie would). He just wants to ask them about the war, the exact topic they were trying to avoid.
Through these interviews with the Writer you are taken into the battlefields of Iraq and are given a first hand account of the events that took place there. There are lighthearted moments of soldiers joking around with each other, but ultimately the play centers on deep frustrations and great tragedy. The climax of the play is the death of three soldiers in the regiment and an interpreter due to a suicide bomber. This is an action that deeply haunts the characters that all sense that it could have been avoided had they not been sent into an unnecessary war by a British government who doesn't care about them.
Black Watch consists of nine characters, Cammy, Granty, Rossco, Stewarty, Macca, Nabsy, Writer, Fraz, Kenzie, Sergeant, and Officer. Cammy is arguably the main character of the play, it basically begins and ends with him. It would appear that he is the most cool, calm, and collected of the group of soldiers, basically the unofficial leader. It is his beginning lines that sum up the mood of the play and the disconnect that soldiers feel with civilians, "I didnay want ta day this…I didnay want tay have tay explain myself tay people ay…See, I think people's minds are usually made up about you if you were in the army…They poor fucking boys. They cannay day anything else. They cannay get a job. They get exploited by the army." That's how he feels, how they all feel. The writer is just another civilian out to exploit them in one way or another.
The rest of the named soldiers seem equal in their importance in this play. They each have a different role. Stewarty is the hot head. This is his second deployment and one he should have never been sent on. He was far too damaged by the first but the government saw fit to send him again. Fraz is smart, funny and calm. He is another combat veteran who has been on previous deployments. Kenzie is the newbie. He is on his first combat tour so he hangs on every word the veteran soldiers say. He is timid, quiet and eager to show that he can fit in as one of the boys. Than there is the Sergeant. His role is far smaller then that of the other men but no less important. The men respect him and his leadership and show it through their treatment of him. There is plenty of joking around and "taking the piss," but in the end they will follow him anywhere.
Design Method
"There are two ways to tell the story. Funny or sad. Guys like it funny, with lots of gore and a grin on your face when you get to the end. Girls like it sad, with a thousand-yard stare out to the distance as you gaze upon the horrors of war they can't quite see. Either way, it's the same story." -Phil Klay, Redeployment 4 The process of designing a set for a play differs among designers and their subjects but typically the first step, after reading the play a number of times, is to come up with a design concept. The design concept establishes a guiding thread and language for the production, which ideally add cohesion to the work that the entire creative team sets out to do. But once that initial concept has been worked out it is time to begin the physical design. This is the process that will ultimately be the groundwork for the final realized set on the theatre stage. there were any design elements I wanted to change. Based on some of the changes that were necessitated by the model I drew a final ground plan that reflected a better functioning final set. The model is also useful in rehearsals for the Director to convey ideas to the cast, it's useful for the design collaborators to see the world of the play in 3D, and lastly, it's useful in the scene shop to help the Technical Director understand the intention and structure of the design.
I decided to keep the set pieces and design fairly minimal with the exception of the maze of wires I discussed previously. The only physical set pieces are the utility poles, a large plywood rectangle in the middle of the stage, and some moveable barrels.
The stage is covered in plywood and raked upstage towards the backdrop using sand that blends into the plywood. Just in front of the backdrop there is an additional set of poles with more wires that is meant to loosely resemble the shell of a destroyed building.
When thinking about the physical design another important consideration is the sight lines of the audience. For this set I had to think about these lines very carefully. life of the Saudi people unless we decided to venture out. My mother was never one to stay home and live a quiet life. We were given coupon books with which to pay men in town cars or "limos", as they were called, to come and drive us around the city of Riyadh. With our limo vouchers in hand we explored Saudi malls, restaurants, markets, and historical places. We wore abayas over our clothes and veils on our hair but we were still stared at since our pale skin, blue eyes, and light hair peaked out. But we didn't mind.
One afternoon we were wandering in an open-air market, as we had done often.
We purchased rugs, pottery, and other trinkets to keep for ourselves and to send home to family. It was easy to get lost in these markets. Each stall began looking the same and there were many turns and alleys. While trying to make it back to our driver my mother, sister and I turned into an open area. It was crowded, very hot and there was a lot of yelling, and cheering. Because I was very short it was hard for me to see what everyone was going on about but it didn't take long for my mother to figure it out. We had wandered into Justice Square, Chop Chop Square, as it was known. My mother abruptly rushed us out of the square. Only later did she tell us that there was a man being beheaded.
Shortly after that incident, a suicide bomber attacked the building where my father and other American military members worked. Five American soldiers and one civilian were killed and many others were wounded. Up to that time our little compound, our commune, had given us the illusion, a veil, of security. It was then that the veil was pulled back, now it was clear that we were not welcome. Not long after another military building, the Kobar Towers near Dhahran, Saudi Arabia was the target of a terrorist attack. Twenty-four marines were killed. That put an end to families accompanying soldiers on their tour to Saudi Arabia. The military thought it was best then to remove dependents from the country. My mother and I, along with the other American military dependents, were evacuated in the middle of the night. We were flown to a sequence of mystery locations, often not knowing the names of the places where we were landing, and sleeping in airplane hangers. Finally, we were dropped off in Charleston, South
Carolina where we were greeted by news cameras and reporters questions, given a rental car, and told to go home, wherever that was.
The 20 th anniversary of the OPM SANG 6 bombing, which blew up the building in 6 OPM SANG -Office of the Program Manager, Saudi Arabian National Guard Riyadh where my father was assigned, passed recently. I didn't have a lot of emotions at the time of the anniversary, but then again I didn't have a lot of emotions when the actual event happened either. I can still remember getting news about the bombing via phone call and not feeling much after I hung up the phone. This was ironic because when I was little I used to try to cry on cue in order to get what we wanted. Devious, I
know. One of the ways I would try to make myself cry was to think about my father being killed. While we were living on military bases in the United States, he was gone a lot, assigned to the Sinai desert mostly, and as far as I knew it wasn't dangerous but at those moments I would imagine it was. I would imagine he was killed in combat there.
After the OPM SANG bombing I had a personal relationship with a real tragedy like those I had only imagined as a child. The students raised their hands excitedly to ask the soldiers in front of them questions they had written. Most of their questions were benign questions such as, "why did you join the Army" and "how long have you been in the military?" But they also asked questions such as, "Have you or anyone you know ever been injured in combat", or "what was the most interesting thing you saw in combat?" I expected these questions, but I was curious how Rob and his colleague would answer them. They answered the questions very diplomatically and much to the disappointment of the students. The answers had nothing to do with fighting, injuries, or death. When I asked both of them later about that moment, they said they knew they would be asked those types of questions and the students would be disappointed with the answers, but they also knew the students didn't need the real answers. Even with me they wouldn't elaborate.
I do wonder sometimes what my husband went through during his deployments.
But I don't ask and he doesn't tell. He acts very nonchalant about the whole thing but every once in a while he will change his demeanor or there will be a shift in his voice in a way that makes me consider the harsh experiences he has endured. He has lost friends and has probably seen things he would rather not think about. I wonder why he doesn't talk about it. It took my father twenty years after he saw his friends and coworkers die in the terrorist explosion at his office building in Saudi Arabia before he finally admitted to himself and to us that he was suffering with PTSD. My husband has been deployed several times as part of this war. Not only was the process of completing this thesis more difficult because of the level of personal exposure I felt, but also it was fraught with family emergencies, distractions, and difficulties. During the time I have worked on this project, my husband was away training for eight months, both of my parents were hospitalized, and there were a few deaths in the family. The events that unfolded felt like life imitating art.
Although they were stressful, and at times emotionally draining, these circumstances actually gave me more awareness of the subject matter I was writing about and trying to process into a set design for Black Watch. the rats' nest of wires when I thought they looked to distracting because he felt they portrayed an important point and they were an accurate image of that part of the world.
That point is that they tie everything together. My husband's war stories may still be trapped in this metaphorical net, but even if he does not share them this net still has connected many pieces of our story. In the past the wires linked my husband to his deployments, to the military, to his family and to me. Through the course of this thesis that connection came full circle, joining our experiences with the play and with the design of the set. By helping me realize that more than anything my husband was a great help in the process of completing this project.
Being closed off seems to be a trend among active military members. They don't talk about war zones as emotional experiences; they break them down into facts. I think that is where a lot of dramatized military art forms get it wrong. They focus on the random soldier who goes off the rails, not the majority who just go on with their lives.
Gregory Burke did a good job of not overdramatizing the actual speech and actions of the soldiers while still being able to convey the frustration and anger that a war zone can cause. That is what this process showed me, that my husband is the norm, that he is like most soldiers. Yes, being in a war zone is horrible, but with time, for now, he has been able to separate those experiences from his real life. 
